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children disappeared, and doubtless perished at the
hands of the Taiping raiders, shortly after his exchange
of civil for military duties in 1853. It is recorded
that a post in the Prefecture was then secured for Li
through the influence of his uncle (himself employed
in the local Lekin tax collectorate), and that the
District Magistrate, hearing of the prudent youth's
literary prowess, made him recite the Spring and
Autumn Annals backwards, with results highly
gratifying to Li's self-esteem. There is ample
evidence that during these years all his energies were
concentrated on achieving, by diligent hard work,
the literary distinction and skill in penmanship
through which lay the high-road to an official career.
It was in 1847 that he passed out third from amongst
four thousand competitors at the Palace examination
for Metropolitan graduates (chin-shih), and secured
his place in the Hanlin Academy, or " Forest of
Pencils." In 1851, when he became a second-class
Recorder of the Hanlin, he had already achieved
no small measure of distinction; his beautiful and
scholarly caligraphy was becoming celebrated amongst
the literati of the capital, and its fame had extended
to the provinces. But, beyond revealing an infinite
capacity for taking pains and a keen appreciation of
his own abilities, he had so far displayed no mental
qualities other than those of the orthodox Con-
fucianist. The rigidly-stereotyped system of learning
which absorbed him was precisely the same in every
detail as that which had served to petrify the imagi-
nation and destroy the mental activity of his fore-
fathers and contemporaries* He could recite whole
volumes of the Classics, backwards or forwards,
and indite endless essays, in prose and verse, on anr